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1 Aidan Kenny, Coordinator UNEVOC National Centre Ireland, Dublin Institute of Technology. Towards a National Skills Strategy (URL link http://www.skillsireland.ie/media/egfsn070306b_national_skils_strategy.pdf ).
Towards a coherent tertiary education approach -European Union policy developments and reflections on the reform agenda in Ireland

This brief issue paper proposes that a coherent approach to tertiary education and training is necessary to enhance lifelong learning opportunities for citizens, in order to develop capacity and capabilities to deal with the challenges posed by the new world-of-
3 The usage of the term Human Capital here is related to the seminal work of both Becker (1964) and Schultz (1961) .
4 According to the literature some of the general characteristics of the new world-of-work are flexibility, adoptability, mobility, insecurity, casualisation, innovative and creative. Although a notable addition in a European context is the political concept of 'flexcurity' which includes reducing labour market regulation (easy hire and fire) with increased social security mechanisms (see European Commission definition at URL link http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/FLEXICURITY.htm ). • Easily readable and comparable degrees;
• Two main cycles 9 ;
• System of credits 10 ;
• Promote mobility,
• Promote European co-operation in quality assurance 11 ;
• Promote European dimension in higher education.
The main premise of the Lisbon Strategy 1999 is to make Europe the most competitive knowledge based economy by 2010. The primary means identified to achieve this is increased investment in education and training, measured by the percentage of GDP a member state invests in education and training. The strategy sets out five key benchmarks for national education and training systems in Europe to reach by 2010:
6 For the latest report on the implementation of the Lisbon Strategy and VET in Europe see CEDEFOP (2009) to 748,000.
• Increase lifelong learning participation rates to 12.5%.
• Reduce early school leavers to 10%.
• Increase upper secondary level completions to 85%.
• Reduce low achievers in reading to 15.5%.
The European Qualifications Framework (EQF) was formally adopted in 2008. It offers members states an eight level structure including technical criteria which can be utilised as a translator device to reference different countries qualification systems. While the implementation of the EQF is on a voluntary basis, it is worth noting Young's (2005) consideration, 'the implementation of an NQF is a revolutionary rather then an evolutionary process'. European Commission (2006) notes several reasons for the introduction of the EQF:
• It enables individuals to judge the value of their qualifications,
• It is a prerequisite for transfer and accumulation of qualifications,
• It improves employers ability to judge the relevance of qualifications,
• It allows education and training providers to compare profiles and assists the development of quality assurance.
While these policy initiatives have been adopted by both the European Commission and Parliament, the implementation of these polices at individual member states level is subject to the national political, economic and social criteria relevant to each member state. However from the take up by member states so far it is reasonable to suggest that these policies are stimulating the convergence of education and training systems in Europe, Dale and Robertson (2009) 1) The demands that the current economic crisis is placing on tertiary education.
2) The embedding of the NFQ requires structural changes in terms of recognition, access, transfer and progression.
3) Growing competition form private sector higher education providers.
The reform of the Irish tertiary education sector is moving at a substantial pace, the McCarthy (2009) report on the public sector has recommended numerous changes for tertiary education including the merger of two Dublin based IoTs with the DIT, the closure of two other IoTs and the establishment of more formal functional collaboration between regional higher education institutes. How precisely the new fiscal change agenda will impact on shaping the development of tertiary education in Ireland into the future is a matter that currently challenges policy makers and stakeholders in the sector.
